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Abstract 
 Attitudes toward compliments in general and emotions after receiving a performance or 
personality compliment were examined in individualistic and collectivistic cultures. 154 
respondents from 44 different countries participated in this cross-cultural scenario study with a 
two (compliment type: personality versus performance) by two (culture: individualistic versus 
collectivistic) between-subjects design. Respondents were randomly assigned to one of the two 
compliment conditions and their country of origin determined into which cultural group they 
were placed. In contrast to what was expected, people from individualistic cultures did not have a 
more positive attitude toward compliments than people from collectivistic cultures. In line with 
the second expectation of this study, people from individualistic cultures experienced more 
positive emotions after receiving a performance compliment, compared to people from 
collectivistic cultures. However, no difference in experienced positive emotions between people 
from individualistic and collectivistic cultures was found for respondents who received a 
personality compliment.  
 Keywords: compliments, culture, emotions 
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Compliments around the world 
 
 Last November I heard a news message about ‘GIF [sic] a compliment day’ on the radio. I 
discovered that this is a newly introduced day in the Netherlands, on which people can send each 
other digital compliments in order to let someone else feel better. Attention for compliments is a 
worldwide phenomenon, as can be seen by the existence of a ‘World Compliment Day’. I, as a 
social psychologist living in a multicultural society, immediately thought about cultures around 
the world and how all diverse individuals would perceive a certain compliment. People from 
different cultures might feel differently about a compliment than you might expect according to 
your own experiences. For example, think about someone saying 'You have a beautiful 
daughter!'. In the Dutch culture this remark will probably be seen as a compliment, while it will 
be considered as incompetent behavior in cultures in the Middle-East (Shadid, 2000). It is 
interesting to discover whether or not people with different backgrounds experience different 
emotions after receiving a compliment. Therefore the following question was investigated: 'What 
is the effect of compliments on emotions of people from individualistic versus collectivistic 
cultures?'  
 
Compliments 
 According to Holmes (1988, p.446), a compliment is “a speech act which explicitly or 
implicitly attributes credit to someone other than the speaker, usually the person addressed, for 
some 'good' (possession, characteristic, skill etc.) which is positively valued by the speaker and 
the hearer”. It serves to "oil the social wheels" (Holmes, 1988, p.462) and to increase or 
consolidate solidarity between two conversational partners. 
 Most compliments can be covered under a few broad topics. Barnlund and Arkari (1985) 
distinguished five of them: appearance, personal traits, work or study, skill, and taste. Through 
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the years researchers have used similar subjects of compliments (Holmes 1987b, as cited in 
Holmes, 1988; Lorenzo-Dus, 2001), but Rees-Miller (2011) revisited the topics and came up with 
four basic categories, namely appearance, performance, possessions and personality, and a fifth 
category of 'other'. 
 From the above mentioned topics, this study focused on performance and personality 
compliments. A performance compliment is a compliment about the addressee's general skill or 
ability or on a specific action (Rees-Miller, 2011), for example 'You are really good at math!' or 
'What a great goal did you score!' after seeing someone scoring a goal in a soccer game. When 
giving someone a personality compliment, the compliment will be about a general or specific 
intangible personal quality of the addressee which is praised by the compliment giver, for 
example 'You are an amazing person!' (Rees-Miller, 2011). So, two kinds of compliments that 
can be given or received, but what happens inside the head of the compliment receiver after 
receiving such compliments? Are his or her emotions affected by the compliment? 
 
Emotions 
 Emotions are dynamic, ongoing processes constructed in the context of interactions, 
relationships and culture (Boiger & Mesquita, 2012). We might feel angry in a fight, get sad if we 
lose someone or feel happy if we are in love. But what happens when we receive a compliment? 
We might feel good, because, as mentioned above, a compliment has to be valued positively by 
the speaker and the hearer. According to Fredrickson (2001), an emotion begins with an 
assessment of the personal meaning of the event that just happened, in this case the evaluation of 
the compliment you just received. If you like the compliment that is given to you, it might be 
expected that the compliment causes positive emotions and that they in turn cause the good 
feeling that we often experience after receiving a compliment.  
COMPLIMENTS AND EMOTIONS      9 
 
 Research in the field of positive psychology has shown that experiencing positive 
emotions has beneficial effects for people's well-being and physical health (Fredrickson, 2000). 
Also cognition seems to be broadened after experiencing positive emotions (Fredrickson, 2000) 
and thinking becomes more creative and flexible (Isen, 1987). Thus, it might be clear that 
positive emotions, like enthusiasm, activeness and excitement, are important, because of their 
advantageous effects. But does everyone experience the same amount of positive affect after 
receiving a compliment? It might be that culture plays an important role in answering this 
question. 
 
Individualistic versus collectivistic cultures 
 There are many definitions of culture, but according to Hofstede (1980, p.43), culture is 
"the collective mental programming of the people in an environment". Years of doing cross-
cultural studies have made it possible for him to come up with six dimensions of culture 
(Hofstede, 1980; Hofstede, 1991, as cited in Minkov & Hofstede, 2011; Hofstede, Hofstede & 
Minkov, 2010, as cited in Minkov & Hofstede, 2011), including the individualism-collectivism 
dimension. The central theme of this dimension is the extent to which people are autonomous 
individuals or embedded in their cultural groups (Gelfand & Christakopoulou, 1999). 
 People from individualistic cultures have their focus mainly on the self; they base their 
identity on the self, foremost take care of themselves and their immediate families, and they 
emphasize individual initiative, success and achievement (Hofstede, 1980). Other typical 
attributes associated with this culture are autonomy, self-reliance, independence and competition 
(Green, Deschamps & Páez, 2005). Individuals with such a mindset can inter alia be found in 
countries like the United States, Great Britain, Australia, The Netherlands and Canada (Hofstede, 
1980).  
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 In contrast to individualistic cultures, collectivistic cultures are characterized by a tight 
social framework: People belong to groups or communities that are supposed to look after them 
in exchange for loyalty (Hofstede & Bond, 1984). People base their identity on their social 
system (Hofstede, 1980), there is an interdependence with others, a desire for social harmony, 
and conformity with group norms is expected (Green, Deschamps & Páez, 2005). Colombia, 
Venezuela, Pakistan, Peru and Taiwan are examples of countries high on collectivism (Hofstede, 
1980). So, individualistic and collectivistic cultures clearly differ from each other, but do 
individuals from these cultures also differ in their behavior regarding compliments? 
 
Compliments and culture 
 In several cross-cultural studies it has been shown that culture has an influence on how 
people deal with compliments. To start with research about compliment responses, Lorenzo-Dus 
(2001) compared reactions to compliments from Spanish and British participants and found that 
Spanish people often request for repetition and sometimes even for an expansion of the 
compliment, while this seems to be atypical for British people. Another difference in responses 
has been found among Chinese people and people from Australia, with the former mainly 
rejecting or evading compliments they receive and the latter primarily accepting them. Chinese  
people also seem to express less appreciation for a compliment compared to Australian people 
(Chen, 1993; Tang & Zang, 2009).  
 Research has also been done into the frequency of compliments in everyday life in Japan 
and America (Barnlund & Araki, 1985), Egypt and America (Nelson, El Bakary & Al Batal, 
1993) and China and America (Yu, 2005). These studies showed that Americans compliment 
more frequently compared to Japanese, Egyptians or Chinese.  
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 In summary, people from different cultures deal differently with compliments, but what 
causes this difference? Compliments are actions targeted toward the individual. Taking the 
differences of the above two paragraphs into account, it might be possible that individualists like 
compliments more compared to collectivists because individualists are more self-centered and 
used to attention for the individual. Therefore, the following was hypothesized: People from 
individualistic cultures have a more positive attitude toward compliments than people from 
collectivistic cultures (hypothesis 1). 
 Cross-cultural studies have also shown that giving compliments is culture-specific. 
Nelson, El Bakary and Al Batal (1993) have demonstrated that Americans compliment mostly on 
skills and work, they value what a person does. This seems to correspond with people from 
individualistic cultures having their focus on achievements and being independent. It is possible 
that this focus on performance compliments also affects how someone receives this kind of 
compliment. For people from individualistic cultures therefore the following was hypothesized: 
After receiving a performance compliment, people from individualistic cultures experience more 
positive emotions than people from collectivistic cultures (hypothesis 2).   
 Egyptians, who have a more collectivistic culture, compliment more on personality traits, 
they value inner qualities and what a person is (Nelson, El Bakary & Al Batal, 1993), which 
seems to correspond with people from collectivistic cultures focusing on social relationships. It is 
possible that this focus on personality compliments also affects how someone receives this kind 
of compliment. This led to the following hypothesis for collectivistic cultures: After receiving a 
personality compliment, people from collectivistic cultures experience more positive emotions 
than people from individualistic cultures (hypothesis 3). 
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Current research 
 As discussed above, a lot of the cross-cultural research about compliments focused on the 
external actions associated with compliments, like compliment responses or giving compliments. 
This study had its focus on the more internal reaction of a compliment receiver, namely his or her 
emotions, see Figure 1. How does someone feel after receiving a particular compliment? Also 
attitude toward compliments in different cultures was investigated in this study.   
 
 
  
Figure 1. External and internal reactions to a compliment. 
 
 Hypotheses. The hypotheses that have been examined in this study are: 
Hypothesis 1: People from individualistic cultures have a more positive attitude toward 
compliments than people from collectivistic cultures. 
Hypothesis 2: After receiving a performance compliment, people from individualistic cultures 
experience more positive emotions than people from collectivistic cultures. 
Hypothesis 3: After receiving a personality compliment, people from collectivistic cultures 
experience more positive emotions than people from individualistic cultures. 
 
Method 
Design and respondents 
 This study was a cross-cultural scenario study with a two (compliment type: personality 
versus performance) by two (culture: individualistic versus collectivistic) between-subjects 
design with emotions and attitude toward compliments as dependent variables.  
External 
Compliment 
Internal 
Emotions 
External 
Response 
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 For this study 176 respondents from all over the world were recruited  (N = 176). Data 
were collected in two ways: an online questionnaire and a questionnaire in the lab. Respondents 
who received the questionnaire via a link on the internet were approached by the researcher or 
someone from the researcher's social network. Among these respondents, two times twenty euros 
were raffled. The respondents who filled in the questionnaire in the lab consisted of 
(international) students studying at Leiden University. They were recruited via promotion at their 
lectures and international student society, handing out flyers, and a word of mouth, also known as 
the snowball technique (Biernacki & Waldorf, 1981). After completing the survey, which took 
about fifteen minutes, they received either course credits or got paid one euro fifty. Respondents 
were randomly placed in either the performance or personality compliment condition. Their 
country of origin determined whether respondents were regarded as being individualist or 
collectivist, see Table 1, Appendix A. 
 
Procedure 
 All questionnaires, online or in the lab, were in English and were filled in on a computer 
or laptop. After opening the questionnaire, the informed consent appeared and respondents got 
the chance to read information regarding privacy, time, the subject of the study and who to 
contact in case of questions and/or complaints. Before continuing with the questionnaire, 
respondents had to confirm that they had read and understood the informed consent and that they 
agreed to participate in the study. The first block of questions that followed consisted of 
questions about background information of the respondents and after that the PANAS, a 
questionnaire to measure emotions, was filled in for the first time. Then the statements about 
respondents' attitude toward compliments appeared on the screen, followed by the compliment 
manipulation situation in which respondents had to imagine a friend giving them a compliment. 
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The compliment scenarios were derived from a performance compliment scenario that Lorenzo-
Dus (2001) used previously in her research with Spanish and British students. Respondents in the 
performance compliment condition received the following scenario: "A good friend asks you to 
lend him/her an essay that you wrote. When he/she returns it to you he/she says: 'It's an excellent 
essay. You've structured it in a very clear and concise way. If only I could write something half as 
interesting as that!'". For the respondents in the personality compliment condition the scenario 
was: "A good friend asks you to lend him/her an essay that you wrote. When he/she returns it to 
you he/she says: 'Thank you so much for lending it to me, you are such a great friend! Always 
kind, helpful and caring.'". After having read these compliment scenarios respondents filled in 
the PANAS for the second time, followed by questions for the general and manipulation checks. 
At the end of the questionnaire the debriefing appeared, in which respondents were thanked for 
their participation and told what the research was about.  
 
Materials 
 Background information. Age, gender, mother language, country of origin, parent's 
country of origin and country of residency of the respondents were examined in order to obtain 
the necessary background information. Respondents were also asked if they have lived in a 
different country during their lives (yes/no) and if yes, where they have lived, for how long and 
for what reason. Finally, respondents were asked how they would describe their level of English 
on a scale ranging from 1 (very poor) to 10 (excellent). See Appendix B for this questionnaire.  
  
 Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS). This questionnaire was used in order 
to assess respondents' positive and/or negative emotions on two different moments in the survey; 
before and after the situation in which respondents had received the compliment scenario. The 
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PANAS (Watson, Clark & Tellegen, 1988, see Appendix C) contained twenty items spread 
across two scales: the Positive- (α before manipulation = .83, α after manipulation = .89)  and 
Negative Affect Scale (α before manipulation = .82, α after manipulation = .83). Responses could 
be given on a 5-point Likert-scale, ranging from 1 (very slightly or not at all) to 5 (extremely). 
Example items of positive emotions were 'proud', 'active' and 'strong', while 'nervous', 'distressed' 
and 'upset' were examples of negative affective states. The PANAS is sensitive to fluctuations in 
mood if the questionnaire has to be completed two times shortly after each other (Watson, Clark 
& Tellegen, 1988), which was the case in this study. 
 
 Attitude toward compliments. To test the first hypothesis of this research, respondents 
were asked about their attitude toward compliments. This was done through a self-designed scale 
(α = .85), which consisted of nine statements (see Appendix D) like 'I enjoy receiving 
compliments.' and 'If someone shows his appreciation for me, I don't like that (RS).'. Responses 
could be given on a 5-point Likert-scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). 
 
 General and manipulation checks. In order to check if respondents had their full 
attention focused on the questionnaire as they completed it, two extra questions were added, 
namely the open-ended questions 'What compliment did you receive?' and 'From who did you 
receive the compliment?'. Moreover, the statement 'I had trouble with this questionnaire being in 
English.' was added in order to check if the respondents' level of English was sufficient to 
understand the survey questions. Responses to this statement could be given on a 5-point Likert-
scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Finally, the question 'Are you an 
exchange student studying at Leiden University?' was asked in order to find out if exchange 
students, people that are originally from another country, would provide different results than 
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people who were in their own country at the moment of testing. To this question respondents 
could answer yes or no. See Appendix E for this questionnaire.  
 
Results
1
 
Respondents 
In this study 176 respondents have participated. From these 176 respondents, 22 were 
excluded from analysis. Nineteen of them did not complete the whole questionnaire and three of 
them answered both manipulation check questions wrongly. Final analyses were executed with a 
sample of 154 respondents (N = 154). See Table 2 for general information about the respondents, 
regarding test location, cultural background, gender and age.  
 
Table 2. General information about respondents and their allocation over different compliment 
groups.  
 
Respondents from 44 different countries participated in the study. Their culture was 
assessed on the basis of their country of origin. For the determination of the appropriate culture, 
the 'Country Comparison Tool' on the website of Geert Hofstede was used (http://geert-
hofstede.com/countries.html). See Table 1 (Appendix A) for information about respondents’ 
                                                 
1
 Prior to every t-test or ANOVA the assumptions for normality (Kolmogorov-Smirnov), homogeneity of variance 
(Levene), independence (design) and sphericity (Mauchly - epsilon) were checked. 
  Respondents Test Location Culture Gender Age 
N Lab Online IND COL Male Female M SD Range 
Compliment
Group 
Performance 83 47 36 62 21 35 48 23.84 4.83 18-44 
 Personality 71 37 34 53 18 22 49 23.35 4.91 18-54 
 Total 154 84 70 115 39 57 97 23.62 4.86 18-54 
COMPLIMENTS AND EMOTIONS      17 
 
countries of origin and the corresponding cultures. 
 
Preliminary Analysis: biases 
Each respondent received either the scenario with the performance compliment or the 
personality compliment. In order to check for biases in the allocation of respondents in the 
different compliment groups, several preliminary analyses were conducted on the following 
variables: age, gender, test location and culture. See Table 2 for the distribution of respondents on 
these variables over the two different compliment groups. 
First, a one-way ANOVA was performed to check if there were significant differences in 
age between the two different compliment groups. Age was used as the dependent variable and 
kind of compliment as the independent variable. No main effect of kind of compliment on age 
was found, F(1, 152) = .39, p = .53, indicating that there were no significant differences in age 
between the two compliment groups.  
Second, a chi-square test of independence was conducted to examine if there were 
significant differences between the amount of males and females distributed among the different 
compliment groups. The chi-square test showed no relation, χ²(1, N = 154) = 2.05, p = .15, which 
means that there were no significant differences in the amount of males and females in the 
different compliment groups.  
Third, a chi-square test of independence was performed for the test locations in order to 
decide if there were equal numbers of respondents, tested online or in the lab, for each 
compliment condition. No significant relation between test location and compliment group was 
found, χ²(1, N = 154) = .31, p = .58, meaning that there were no significant differences in the 
locations of testing and the compliment conditions. 
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Finally, a chi-square test of independence was conducted to check the allocation of 
different cultural backgrounds (individualistic versus collectivistic) over the two compliment 
groups. Also for these variables no significant relation was found, χ²(1, N = 154) = .00, p = .99, 
indicating a relatively even distribution of culture over the different compliment groups. 
 No biases of allocation in the variables age, gender, test location and cultural background 
were found for the respondents in the different compliment groups. For this reason it can be 
concluded that all respondents were properly distributed over the different compliment groups in 
the sample. 
 
Manipulation check 
 At the end of the study, respondents were asked which compliment scenario they had 
received and from who they had received their compliment in the scenario. These questions were 
asked in order to check if the respondents had their full attention focused on the compliment 
scenario.  
 The three respondents that were removed from further analysis, as mentioned earlier, had 
wrongly answered these two questions. One respondent thought he or she had received the 
personality compliment scenario, but in fact he or she had received the performance compliment 
scenario. Two of the respondents thought they had received the performance compliment 
scenario, but they had received the personality compliment scenario. All of these three 
respondents answered the question about from who they received the compliment with another 
answer than a (good) friend. 
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Attitude toward compliment 
 The first hypothesis of this research was that people from individualistic cultures would 
have a more positive attitude toward compliments than people from collectivistic cultures. An 
independent samples t-test was conducted for comparing attitude toward a compliment in 
individualistic versus collectivistic cultures.  
 Attitude was used as the dependent variable and culture as the independent variable. The 
independent samples t-test showed that individualists had an equally positive attitude toward a 
compliment as collectivists, t(152) = .62, p = .54. Therefore the first hypothesis of this research 
was not supported. 
 
Emotions: positive emotions 
 Positive emotions before and after the compliment manipulation were analyzed with a 
repeated measures ANOVA. The within subject variables were positive emotions before and after 
the compliment manipulation; culture and kind of compliment were used as between subject 
factors. There was a main effect of time since there was a significant difference between positive 
emotions before (M = 2.80, SD = .67) and after (M = 3.02, SD = .80) the compliment 
manipulation, F(1, 150) = 4.69, p < .05. This means that respondents experienced significantly 
more positive emotions after they had to imagine a friend giving them a compliment compared to 
their situation before the compliment manipulation. 
 Furthermore, a significant three-way interaction between positive emotions, kind of 
compliment and culture was found, F(1, 150) = 5.17, p < .05. See Figure 2 for the representation 
of this interaction effect and the next paragraph for its explanation. Both hypothesis two and three 
of this research predicted such an interaction effect, so further analysis of this interaction effect 
was conducted using a paired samples t-test on positive emotions, after having the data file split 
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on culture and kind of compliment. The pair in the paired samples t-test consisted of positive 
emotions before and after the compliment scenario. Using the split of the data on culture and kind 
of compliment, both cultural groups and the two compliment groups were separated from each 
other. 
 The second hypothesis of this research was that people from individualistic cultures 
would experience more positive emotions after receiving a performance compliment, compared 
to people from collectivistic cultures. The significant effect from the three-way interaction was 
found for people from individualistic cultures who received a performance compliment, t(61) =   
-7.27, p < .001. They reported more positive emotions after they had received the performance 
compliment (M = 3.30, SD = .75) than before they had received this compliment (M = 2.77, SD = 
.63). These results support hypothesis two of this research. For people from collectivistic cultures 
no significant effect on positive emotions was found, t(20) = .13, p = .90, meaning that the 
performance compliment did not affect their positive emotions. 
 
 
 
Figure 2. Interaction effect between performance compliment,  
culture and positive emotions. 
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 The third hypothesis of this research was that people from collectivistic cultures would 
experience more positive emotions after receiving a personality compliment, compared to people 
from individualistic cultures. The paired samples t-test showed neither a significant effect on 
positive emotions for people from individualistic cultures who received a personality 
compliment, t(52) = -.03, p = .98, nor for people from collectivistic cultures who received this 
kind of compliment, t(17) = -.67, p = .51. These results demonstrate that both people from 
individualistic and collectivistic cultures did not experience more positive emotions after 
receiving a personality compliment compared to their emotional state before receiving the 
compliment. For this reason hypothesis three of this research could not be supported. 
 
Emotions: negative emotions 
 The emotion-related hypotheses of this research were about positive emotions, but also 
negative emotions were measured as they might be of interest as well. A repeated measures 
ANOVA, with negative emotions before and after the compliment manipulation as within subject 
variables and culture and kind of compliment as between subject factors, was performed to 
analyze negative emotions. Results showed a main effect of time, since there was a significant 
difference between negative emotions before (M = 1.45, SD = .50) and after (M = 1.30, SD = .43) 
the compliment manipulation, F(1, 150) = 13.57, p < .001. This indicates that respondents 
experienced less negative emotions after they had to imagine a friend giving them a compliment 
compared to their situation before the compliment manipulation. 
 No significant three-way interaction between negative emotions, kind of compliment and 
culture was found, F(1, 150) = .30, p = .59, but there was a main effect of culture on negative 
emotions, F(1, 150) = 6.07, p < .05, which means that people from different cultures reported 
different amounts of negative emotions. People from an individualistic country experienced 
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significantly less negative emotions (M = 1.33, SD = .37) compared to people from a 
collectivistic country (M = 1.50, SD = .42). Also a main effect of kind of compliment on negative 
emotions was found, F(1, 150) = 5.27, p < .05, indicating a difference in experienced negative 
emotions for respondents in the performance compliment condition versus respondents in the 
personality compliment condition. People in the performance compliment condition experienced 
significantly less negative emotions (M = 1.32, SD = .32) compared to people in the personality 
compliment condition (M = 1.44, SD = .44).  
 
Discussion 
 In this study two topics in combination with compliments and culture were examined. The 
main focus was on emotions, but also attitude toward a compliment was investigated. It was 
known from several cross-cultural studies that culture has an influence on how people deal with 
compliments. People from different cultures give different responses (Lorenzo-Dus, 2001) and 
react differently to a compliment (Chen, 1993; Holmes, 1987b, as cited in Holmes, 1988; Tang & 
Zang, 2009). People in these different cultures also have another frequency of complimenting 
(Barnlund & Arkari, 1985; Nelson, El Bakary & Al Batal, 1993; Yu, 2005). It was expected that 
these different complimenting behaviors could be explained by a different attitude toward a 
compliment for people in these different cultures. Therefore it was hypothesized that culture 
would have an effect on people's attitude toward a compliment. Because individualists are more 
self-centered and used to attention for the individual, it was expected that people from an 
individualistic culture would have a more positive attitude toward a compliment, compared to 
people from a collectivistic culture (hypothesis 1). No difference in attitude toward a compliment 
in collectivistic and individualistic cultures was found, suggesting that people from both cultures 
like compliments equally. Attitude is an 'internal' process which had not yet been investigated in 
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combination with compliments and culture. Now as we know that attitudes toward compliments 
in various cultures are the same, we can assume that it is only people's 'external' reaction to a 
compliment that is different. People in various cultures express themselves differently after 
receiving a compliment and these differences might be explained by cultural norms, like for 
example modesty in collectivistic cultures (Du & Jonas, 2015) and a more direct way of 
expressing in individualistic cultures (Barnlund & Araki, 1985).  
 Also the effect of personality and performance compliments on emotions of people from 
collectivistic and individualistic cultures was examined in this study. Research from Nelson, El 
Bakary and Al Batal (1993) showed that people from an individualistic country complimented 
more on skills and work, and thus performance and people from a collectivistic country more on 
personality traits. In the current study it was examined whether this effect counts the other way 
around for receiving instead of giving compliments: Do people from these cultures also 
experience more positive emotions after receiving a compliment about their 'favorite' culture-
specific topics?  
 The first expectation about culture, positive emotions and compliments about different 
topics was that people from individualistic cultures experience more positive emotions after 
receiving a performance compliment, compared to people from collectivistic cultures (hypothesis 
2). The results of this study supported this hypothesis, so individualists indeed experienced more 
positive emotions after receiving a performance compliment in comparison to collectivists. 
Although the findings supported the expectations of this study and they might be explained by the 
theory as earlier stated, an alternative explanation might be that the difference in experienced 
positive emotions was strengthened because the positive emotions of respondents from 
collectivistic cultures in this study did not really seem to be affected after a compliment anyway. 
This applied to collectivistic respondents from both the performance and personality compliment 
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condition; positive emotions did almost not fluctuate after receiving a compliment. An 
explanation for this might be that both these compliments were possibly more focused on 
individualists, because the compliments directly praised the individual itself. Collectivists base 
their identity on their social system (Hofstede, 1980), so it might be possible that they experience 
more positive emotions after receiving a compliment that is related to a social group they belong 
to. In order to examine if such compliments do affect a collectivist's positive emotions, future 
research might use a personality compliment like 'You are so sweet, in fact like the rest of your 
family!' or a performance compliment like 'You did a great job, which is very valuable for the 
performances of your team!'. 
  Second, it was expected that people from collectivistic cultures would experience more 
positive emotions after receiving a personality compliment, compared to people from 
individualistic cultures (hypothesis 3). No interaction effect was found, so this hypothesis could 
not be supported. One explanation for not finding support for this hypothesis may be the thoughts 
from the previous paragraph. An alternative explanation might be the main effect of kind of 
compliment on negative emotions that was also found in this study. The main effect showed that 
people in the personality compliment condition reported more negative emotions, compared to 
respondents in the performance compliment condition. It might be possible that the personality 
compliment was negatively received by the respondents because a compliment about character in 
the context of lending an essay might have given them a feeling of being 'used', just for the essay, 
or that it was a method to suck up, so not a 'real' compliment on the receiver's character. The 
performance compliment was about the content of the essay, a compliment that seems to be more 
logical in this context. So, future research might find a personality compliment that fits better in a 
context of giving a compliment on someone's character.   
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 Another result that needs to be discussed is the main effect of culture on negative 
emotions that was found in this study. This main effect showed that collectivists generally 
reported more negative emotions than individualists. This difference in experienced negative 
emotions has already been found in earlier cross-cultural studies about emotions. Spencer-
Rodgers, Peng & Wang (2010) found in their study that the co-occurrence of positive and 
negative affect is generally more present in East-Asian cultures than in North-American cultures. 
Also Miyamoto, Uchida & Ellsworth (2010) noted this occurrence of experiencing both positive 
and negative emotions. They found that Japanese reported more mixed emotions than Americans 
in a predominantly pleasant situation. The context of receiving a compliment in this study was in 
both cultures experienced as a pleasant situation, because of the positive attitude individuals from 
both cultures reported. So, the mixed emotions of collectivists might explain why they reported 
more negative emotions compared to individualists. Likewise, Leu, Wang & Koo (2011, p.995) 
state that Asians "find the bad in the good" in positive situations. The findings from the three 
former studies might explain the main effect of culture on negative emotions as found in the 
current study.  
 
Limitations 
 An important note that should be kept in mind when interpreting the results of this study 
is the uneven distribution of cultural groups. With 115 people from individualistic cultures and 
only 39 people from collectivistic cultures, one should look at the results with caution. Most 
statistical tests were robust against these unequal group sizes, because of Levene's test being non-
significant, but in the analysis of negative emotions there were both unequal group sizes and a 
significant Levene's test, which means that the assumption of homogeneity of variance was 
violated. Drawing conclusions from the negative emotions analysis of this study should therefore 
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be done with extra care. It should be taken into account that test values for negative emotions 
before the compliment manipulation might have been too liberal, resulting in a higher than 
expected type I error rate. Test values for negative emotions after the compliment manipulation 
might have been too conservative, yielding a lower than expected type I error rate.  
 Another limitation of this study is that respondents had to react to hypothetical 
compliment situations, what might have caused that their reported emotions show their beliefs 
about their emotions instead of their true emotions. Therefore it is not clear if the results of this 
study can be generalized to actual experiences. For future research it is suggested to give a 'real' 
compliment to respondents, instead of the hypothetical situation like used in this study. In this 
way future results will show if  a 'real' compliment causes other effects in respondents or that 
results of this study can be replicated.   
 In this study the culture of respondents was determined on the basis of their country of 
origin, which is an objective method for assigning culture to respondents. For future research it 
might be suggested to use a more subjective method, like respondents filling in cultural 
questionnaires, so that they can be assigned to a certain culture according to how they see 
themselves on the cultural dimension of individualism-collectivism. This might be a good idea 
for several reasons. Firstly because different norms around culture can be present (Chen, 2009) 
and also values seem to change within countries. Chai, Kwan & Sedikides (2012) for example 
found in their studies that younger Chinese habitants are more narcissistic than older ones. This 
indicates a shift from collectivism to more individualism in younger generations, which makes it 
hard to assign a certain culture to a whole country. Other reasons why it seems to be better to 
assign culture to a specific individual is that collectivists can live in an individualistic country and 
vice versa (Triandis, Leung, Villareal & Clack, 1985) and that people can vary in culture within 
one person; people can be both individualistic and collectivistic at the same time (Green, 
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Deschamps & Páez, 2005). Example questionnaires that can be used in future research are the 
'Contextualism Scale' from Owe et al. (2013), the 'Self-construal Scale' from Singelis (1994) or 
the 'Individualism-collectivism' questionnaire from Triandis and Gelfand (1998).  
 
Conclusion 
 The current study about the effect of compliments on emotions of people from different 
cultures brought some new insights in the field of research about compliments in different 
cultures. It has been shown that people from an individualistic culture, in comparison to people 
from a collectivistic culture, experience more positive emotions after receiving a performance 
compliment. Also, people from individualistic and collectivistic cultures have an equally positive 
attitude toward compliments. These results give some new insights in how different kinds of 
compliments in different cultures can be used. So, on a holiday or in our multicultural society, 
give compliments as people like them anyway, but if you are about to meet an individualist, now 
you know: give a performance compliment!  
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Appendix A 
 
Table 1. Respondents' countries of origin with corresponding cultures 
 
Country of Origin Number of 
respondents 
Culture
2
     
Argentina 2 COL  Italy 4 IND 
Austria 2 IND  Japan 1 COL 
Belgium 2 IND  Macedonia 1 COL 
Bermuda 1 COL  Malta 1 IND 
Brazil 1 COL  Mexico 1 COL 
Canada 1 IND  Norway 2 IND 
Chile 3 COL  Peru 3 COL 
China 3 COL  Poland 1 IND 
Colombia 7 COL  Portugal 1 COL 
Curacao 3 COL  Singapore 1 COL 
Czech Republic 1 IND  South Africa 1 IND 
Denmark 1 IND  South Korea 1 COL 
Finland 3 IND  Spain 2 IND 
France 4 IND  Sweden 5 IND 
Germany 17 IND  Switzerland 5 IND 
Greece 3 COL  Taiwan 1 COL 
Hong Kong 1 COL  Thailand 1 COL 
Hungary 3 IND  The Netherlands 40 IND 
India 1 COL  Turkey 1 COL 
Indonesia 1 COL  United Kingdom 11 IND 
Ireland 1 IND  USA 6 IND 
Israel 2 IND  Vietnam 1 COL 
                                                 
2
 IND = individualistic, COL = collectivistic 
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Appendix B 
 
Background questions 
 
Age: ... 
Gender: male/female 
Mother language: ... 
 
Country of origin: ... 
Parent's country of origin: ... 
Country of residency: ... 
 ‘Have you lived in a different country during your life?’: yes/no 
 If 'yes' – ‘Where did you live, for how long and for what reason (e.g. study, work)?’  
 
‘How would you describe your level of English?’ 
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Appendix C 
 
The PANAS (Watson, Clark & Tellegen, 1988) 
 
This scale consists of a number of words that describe different feelings and emotions. Read each 
item and then mark the appropriate answer in the space next to that word. Indicate to what extent 
you feel this way right now, that is, at the present moment. 
 
Use the following scale to record your answers. 
1 = very slightly or not at all 
2 = a little 
3 = moderately 
4 = quite a bit 
5 = extremely  
 
Feelings/emotions 
Interested, distressed, excited, upset, strong, guilty, scared, hostile, enthusiastic, proud, irritable, 
alert, ashamed, inspired, nervous, determined, attentive, jittery, active, afraid.  
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Appendix D 
 
Attitude toward compliments 
 
Using the scale below, please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with each of the 
following statements. 
1 = Strongly disagree 
2 = Disagree 
3 = Neither agree nor disagree 
4 = Agree 
5 = Strongly agree 
 
1. I like it when someone compliments me. 
2. If someone shows his appreciation to me, I don't like that [reversed].  
3. I enjoy complimenting others. 
4. I appreciate giving compliments. 
5. I do not like receiving compliments [reversed]. 
6. I like it if someone shows his appreciation for me. 
7. I like it when someone values what I do or say. 
8. I do not enjoy telling people that I appreciate what they do or say [reversed]. 
9. I like to show my appreciation about people to them. 
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Appendix E  
 
General and manipulation checks 
 
‘What compliment did you receive?' 
'From who did you receive the compliment?’  
'I had trouble with this questionnaire being in English'.  
'Are you an exchange student studying at Leiden University?'  
 
  
